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Edited by Martin Hellmann. Michelstadt (Stadt Michelstadt). 2006. cxvi, 233 pp. €39.00
The little town of Michelstadt, not far away from Frankfurt am Main, is attractive to tourists because of its medieval
and Renaissance buildings. Its Town Hall is one of the most famous half-timbered houses in Germany. It was built
in 1484, and this year is given in Hindu-Arabic numerals, in the typical way of writing numerals at this time, at the
front of the town hall. Michelstadt has a small, but important, collection of manuscripts and old printed books. This
collection was founded by Nicolaus Matz, who was born about 1443 in Michelstadt and in 1499 gave his library to
his home town. Matz matriculated in 1455 at the University of Vienna and later got there the degrees of baccalaureus
and magister. From 1469 to 1478 he taught at the University at Freiburg in Breisgau. After that time he was active in
the service of the bishop of Speyer. Matz died in 1513.
In the library of Nicolaus Matz are 14 medieval manuscripts. One of them, with shelf mark D 692, contains
some mathematical texts. This manuscript was mostly written by Matz himself, based upon what he had learned in
Vienna. These mathematical texts are written partly in Latin and partly in German. They concern the Algorismus
of John of Sacrobosco, written about 1230 in Paris, which had become the standard textbook at the universities for
calculation with the Hindu-Arabic numerals. Besides the text of Sacrobosco himself, the Michelstadt codex contains
two commentaries on the text, one by Henricus Stolberger (1452), the other by Matz himself.
Since Sacrobosco’s Algorismus was a university textbook, several hundred manuscripts of it have survived. Many
of them contain not only the main text, but also commentaries (either on the whole text or on special passages), scholia
or glosses. Until now, only one of these commentaries is available in a modern edition: that by Petrus de Dacia (edited
by Frits Saaby Petersen in 1983). Petrus’ commentary was especially influential.
Because no other commentary on Sacrobosco’s Algorismus has been studied, we do not know in detail how al-
gorismus was taught at the faculty of arts in medieval universities. By the book here under review this gap can be
partly filled, for Matz’s commentary, transmitted in the Michelstadt manuscript, is in fact the complete manuscript of
a lecture given by him in 1471 at the University of Freiburg. Hellmann has edited this commentary and translated it
into German with helpful explanations. Hellmann shows that Matz was well acquainted not only with Sacrobosco’s
Algorismus in prose, but also with the Algorismus written in hexameters by Alexander of Villa Dei, a contemporary
of Sacrobosco, and he indicates that Matz also used the commentaries by Petrus de Dacia and by Stolberger. This is
clear from the very title “Circa inicium algorismi” (“On the beginning of the algorismus” or “To begin to learn the
algorismus”), which Matz took over from Stolberger.
In Vienna Matz made the acquaintance of John of Gmunden and his writings and acquired a good knowledge of
mathematics and astronomy. Matz’s commentary to the algorismus shows that he also knew the other disciplines of the
liberal arts very well, e.g. the writings of Aristoteles and texts on grammar. From Matz’s commentary it was possible
to learn not only calculation, but also some interesting and amusing topics: he sometimes intersperses mnemonic
verses in the text, many of them, as it seems, written by himself. Remarkable in this context are riddles, which in
the late Middle Ages were called “enigmata” (enigmas) and “subtilitates” (subtleties). There are always blocks of
these riddles at the end of the various chapters of the commentary. At the beginning of the work, there are riddles
in the traditional meaning of the word, which can be solved without mathematical knowledge. Later in the work
there are riddles belonging to “recreational mathematics,” where mathematical problems are disguised as entertaining
puzzles. There were many collections of this kind in the Middle Ages, beginning with the “Propositiones ad acuendos
iuvenes” (Problems to sharpen the mind of the young) of Carolingian times, attributed to Alcuin of York. In Matz’s
commentary there are 41 puzzles, which come from different fields of the Latin tradition. Hellmann explains these
problems and their history in detail (pp. XVI–XXVI). There follow (pp. XXVI–XLI) remarks on individual passages
of the commentary, on some unusual words and on the orthography used by Matz in his autograph. In this section
Hellmann shows a good understanding of medieval Latin.
The main part of the volume comprises a color-facsimile of Matz’s autograph (folios 135–165 of the manuscript;
pp. XLIII–CXVI) and a critical edition of the Latin text with parallel German translation (pp. 1–216). The volume
ends with a bibliography and four indexes (list of verse incipits; list of puzzles and examples; measures and coins;
glossary).
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Thanks to Hellmann’s edition, we have a second—after that of Petrus de Dacia—commentary to the most important
Algorismus treatise of the Middle Ages, the tract by John of Sacrobosco, available in a modern edition. The editor
knows the subject very well, and his edition is first-class. It is to be hoped that in the future other commentaries on
Sacrobosco’s Algorismus will be treated as well.
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Simon Stevin (1548–1620) was born in Bruges (in what was then the Spanish Netherlands but is now Belgium)
but in 1581 enrolled at the University of Leiden (in what was then the Dutch Republic but is now the Netherlands)
and spent most of the rest of his life in the service of the Dutch Republic. One of his fellow students at Leiden was
Maurice of Nassau, who inherited the title of Prince of Orange in 1584. It is likely that Maurice and Stevin were
already acquainted in Leiden; certainly from 1593 onwards Stevin enjoyed the patronage and personal friendship of
the Prince, to whom many of his books were dedicated. In this position of royal favour Stevin undoubtedly helped to
establish the military and economic strength of the Republic and when he died in 1620 was both wealthy and highly
respected.
Stevin is now perhaps best remembered for De thiende (1585) in which he set out his system of ‘tenths’ or deci-
mal fractions. But he also wrote many other texts on mathematics and the mathematical sciences: on arithmetic and
algebra, hydrostatics, fortification, navigation, geography, tides, planetary motion, optics, and book-keeping, not to
mention treatises on music and the Dutch language. In certain ways both his life and his range of interests resemble
those of his slightly younger English contemporary Thomas Harriot (1560–1621). Both came from humble back-
grounds but were fortunate enough to have their talents recognized by wealthy and aristocratic patrons; both worked
on a wide variety of mathematical sciences. Of course, there were also differences: Harriot, who had sailed to Virginia
in 1585 (the year of the publication of De thiende) remained preoccupied with navigation and later astronomy, while
Stevin, a citizen of the Low Countries, wrote extensively on mills, locks, and sluices. Both, however, are credited with
the discovery of what is now known as Snell’s law of refraction, and both were fascinated by the relatively new subject
of algebra. We will return to this shortly. Since Harriot never published his mathematical and scientific work, Stevin
is likely to have been unaware of him, but Harriot certainly knew of Stevin.
All the details that one could possibly want on Stevin’s life and publications are to be found in the biography by
Devreese and Vanden Berghe. A prologue gives a detailed account of the political and religious complexities of the
16th-century Netherlands (the equivalent of the modern Benelux countries); after that the text is liberally sprinkled
with ‘boxes’ that offer a multitude of facts and details, sometimes rather too many for comfort. The list of surviving
Stevin family documents, for instance, is full of interest, but the reader could perhaps manage, in this context anyway,
without a full history of the Archimedes codex or the decimal system between 1820 and 1960. Such digressions all
too often break the flow of the text and introduce a sense of repetition. The many reproductions of Stevin’s original
pages and manuscripts, on the other hand, are a most welcome feature of the book.
The authors are enthusiasts. That much and the sometimes ponderous style of the book are evident in subheadings
like ‘Stevin was the first to make any headway in hydrostatics since the time of Archimedes’ (p. 155) or ‘Stevin was
there before Pascal’ (p. 157). Too often one feels that such adulation detracts from a more realistic and historically
